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Prologue

‘Moscow! Moscow! To Moscow!’

Irina, from The Three Sisters by Anton Chekhov

There was a light scattering of snow in Moscow when I arrived. It lay fresh and white on the roof of the university that I could see from the back windows of the hotel in Tsverskaya Ulitsa. I did not know what to expect; everything had happened so quickly. Shortly after the long-awaited message from Tsarev had come chattering out of the fax machine, a stern-looking man at the Russian Embassy handed me my visa and I was ready to leave London. I had stepped into a surreal world.

The flight to Moscow was like something bound for the Yukon: the aircraft was packed with ‘know-how’ from the West in the form of geologists, metallurgists, fitters and pipelayers, with attendant cooks and kitchen hands, setting off for the distant oil and gas fields of Uzbekistan and Azerbaijan. My prospecting was of a very different nature. They were going forward, I was going back, back more than fifty years to see if, somewhere in the KGB files, I could find a clue that would help me finally solve what had become for me an all-consuming mystery – had my father been a Soviet spy?

In May 1951 two diplomats, Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess, disappeared, alerting the world to the greatest spy conspiracy this country has ever known. Their defection to Moscow was also responsible for turning the dramatic and unwelcome spotlight on my father, who, in the thirties, became one of Burgess’s closest friends, and was drawn into the secret world of the Cambridge spy ring. From the time Burgess and Maclean vanished, Rees was under suspicion and the exposure of his connection with them was to have a profound effect not only on the rest of his life but also on our family.

Nor did the rumour and innuendo end with the death of my father in December 1979.

It may seem inconceivable that I, the eldest of his five children, could not be certain about his role. But my father was a complex man who revealed very little and I knew that only by setting out on a journey – that would ultimately lead to Moscow – could I discover what I had to know about his secret life.

On my first morning in Moscow I had an appointment to see Oleg Tsarev, a writer and consultant to what is now known as the Russian Intelligence Service. I telephoned beforehand to let him know that I had arrived and he told me the route I should take if I wanted to walk from the hotel to his office. For five years Tsarev had been a KGB agent in London, and he gave me directions like a spy: ‘You go through Dzerzhinsky Square and keep walking along the boulevard … as soon as you pass the Polytechnical Museum, you turn left into a street named Maroseyka … then take the fourth turning on the right into a little lane called Kolpachny Pereulok … you will be walking downhill … on the left-hand side is a three-storey mansion … blue-grey … the door is painted shiny black … press the bell … I will be there waiting for you.’

Grey and black hooded crows were pecking in the snow among the birch trees in the gardens of the large houses in the street as I passed on my way to the shiny black door. I felt a sense of elation as well as apprehension. Would Tsarev solve the mystery that had haunted me for so many years? Would what he knew help me to make sense, finally, of the extraordinary course of my father’s life?

I pressed the bell …
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I was content with a private fantasy of my own in which I figured as Mr Nobody …

From A Bundle of Sensations by Goronwy Rees

When he died, my father left a legacy that perfectly fitted him: a modest collection of papers and manuscripts in two brown cardboard boxes; ten books, including two volumes of autobiography; and notoriety. To many people, Goronwy Rees, though no Byron, meant ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’. But, alas, there was no sealed envelope containing an explanation of why his life had taken such a bizarre course.

I last saw my father a few weeks before he died on 12 December 1979, in a room at Charing Cross Hospital in west London. His handsome face, which plays such a significant part in the events which make up this strange story, was hardly recognizable; his skin so tautly stretched across his pure-bred Celtic bones that the features I knew so well had more or less gone. He was very ill and in pain but managed to hang on just long enough to reach his seventieth birthday on 29 November. He did not, in the words of his one-time drinking companion, Dylan Thomas, the Rimbaud of Cwmdonkin Drive, ‘rage against the dying of the light’. It was a bit too late for that. There was little left to rage against and, according to one of my younger brothers, Daniel, who was with him when he died, he rather regarded death as his last great adventure. Nobody can remember anything very clearly about those last few days except for his final words: ‘What do I do next?’

They had taken the police guard off my father’s bed some days before he died. So many extraordinary things had happened by then that I felt almost numb and could not muster any further surprise when it was suggested there had been intruders who wished him harm. Holed up in his hospital bed, protected from the newspaper reporters prowling the corridors, my father had witnessed his life come, in a sense, full circle. They were not so much his chickens which had come home to roost as large, black flapping crows. On the television in his room he had watched his old enemy, Anthony Blunt, dramatically exposed as a spy, and nothing could take away from him, in his dying days, the sweetness of this particular revenge. More than forty years after my father’s friend, Guy Burgess, had confided to him that he was a Comintern agent and that Anthony Blunt was working for the Russians, too, a score had been settled, but at a terrible price.

In the years that followed my father’s death I often found myself, in the course of my work, at memorial services, listening to those lines of Canon Henry Scott Holland – ‘Death is nothing at all; it does not count. I have only slipped into the next room …’ – which mourners find so comforting. But as I heard them again and again, my thoughts wandered and I found that the good canon’s words made me feel uncomfortable in the context of my father. I did not want him in the next room. It was too close. As I gradually realized, time had not done its job for me. My father’s death had left me with a confusing muddle of jumbled and disordered images from the past, from my childhood and from my family life, out of which, however hard I tried, I could make no sense. I wanted to think about him very much, but it disturbed me when I did. My mind would dart here and there, producing, in an irritating way, one image after another, yet there was never one place where I could peacefully rest or which offered me respite. I think I was cross with him. I felt that, instead of a treasured familiar keepsake of the kind which helps others to look back on someone they have lost with love and a balanced and mature sense of mortality, all that my father had left me was a mystery.

Why had his life, which had apparently begun so full of promise, gone so disastrously wrong? What had happened and why? How could someone, once regarded as one of the brightest and best of his generation, have made quite so many mistakes? Was it a strange, dark, Welsh affliction of self-destructiveness, or was my father forever damned by his association with Guy Burgess? I had to know, for I found myself in what was to me the absurd position of being unable to give my own children an accurate account of their grandfather’s life, as well as being left in such turmoil myself. But I had to move quickly in order to find what clues were left. I had to open up the two cardboard boxes of his papers that had been shut away for nearly fifteen years. I needed to find his friends and his critics – many of whom were his contemporaries and so already well into their eighties – to help me in my search for some kind of explanation.

As a guide to how to go about solving the mystery, I took A.J.A. Symons’s book The Quest for Corvo – a record of how the author became a literary detective and tracked down the truth about the self-tormented life of Frederick Rolfe, author of Hadrian the Seventh. Symons’s quest had begun in 1925 in the garden of a house in St John’s Wood, where, over a glass of Valdepeñas, he was first introduced to the work of Rolfe, alias Baron Corvo. My quest began on my fiftieth birthday in March 1992, when, wondering what I should make of such an event, I found myself gazing at a photograph taken at my parents’ wedding in December 1940. My mother, Margie, a little over twenty, with her hat smartly tipped down over her pretty face, is smiling radiantly at her husband, Captain Goronwy Rees of the Royal Welch Fusiliers. They both look so wonderfully happy as they stand there, arm in arm, for the photographer.

As I began to determine the course of my search, I realized it was going to take some time. Quests of the kind I had in mind are not the same today as they were when Mr Symons set off on the trail of the real Corvo in the late 1920s; few people, particularly academics, can be induced to write a good letter of the kind sent to Symons and which lend such character to his work of literary detection; one is left with the telephone and the tape recorder as inferior tools of the trade. At times I felt like a spy myself as I added more and more to my file on my father. Often I wished for a ‘control’ to whom I could report on my progress and who, with a wealth of experience in the field, might help me with difficult assignments. For my head whirled as I set about searching for the scattered pieces that could still be retrieved of my father’s life and shuffling them around to see if I could make any sense of them.

When, in the summer of 1993, I embarked on my journey to solve the mystery of my father’s life, I found that a surprising amount of what I had stuffed away in the inner cupboards of my mind came flowing back. As I drove around the country visiting his friends and contemporaries, the clouds of cow parsley in a Wiltshire lane reminded me of how much he loved to walk, often five or six miles, on his own and in all kinds of weather; a room in an Oxford college, filled with books, could so easily have had him sitting in the large armchair in the place of my interviewee; in the Public Record Office at Kew I felt my heart thump when I saw his small, neat, rounded handwriting on a confidential document. I could hear his voice again – so Welsh when he was angry and so persistent in argument – and the refrains of songs from the curious repertoire that he would sing to himself as he went about his daily business at home. They reveal so much about him: ‘The bells of hell go ting-a-ling-a-ling-, for you but not for me …’ and Brecht’s ‘Alabama Song’, ‘Oh, show me the way to the next whisky-bar, oh, don’t ask why, oh, don’t ask why …’ I recalled how upset it made me, when I was small, to hear from the bathroom the sounds of him singing ‘We’re poor little lambs who have lost our way, baa, baa, baa, We are little black sheep who have gone astray, baa-aa-aa’. He would always put plenty of emphasis on the plaintive cries of the creatures. I found it heartbreakingly sad for I did not like the idea of any animal being lost.

As these images returned, I could not help but observe how important he had been to me and how, as a child, I had absorbed so many aspects of his life. Fathers, whatever the cut of their coat, are important to their children, though, in the background, I can hear my father dismissing that as banal. As I set off on my quest, I wondered if I was being disloyal to him, poking about in his past, prodding those who had been close to him to remember things they might probably rather forget. Was it not better to let sleeping dogs lie? But the trouble was that the dogs were not sleeping; at fairly regular intervals they would leap up from their prone positions beneath the table and bark, furiously, as yet another book was published of the kind which the London Library files away under Science – Miscellaneous – Spies, with my father’s name in the index. There he would always be, this onedimensional person with a funny, unpronounceable name, though he was seldom more than a footnote. Nobody ever had any conclusive evidence that he was significantly involved in the Cambridge spy ring, but the suggestion was there. After his death, these allegations became more and more fantastic. I picked up a tabloid newspaper one morning to find, under the sensational headline ‘Confessions of the Welsh Red’, that Rees had apparently maintained contact with the KGB until at least 1964; another book made the claim that he had handed Anthony Blunt the plans for D-Day. None of this seemed to make sense to me. Countless thousands of words have been written about the conspiracy and there are certainly thousands more to come. I did not want to be caught out by any more barking dogs. Whatever I discovered about my father, I felt, could not be worse than not knowing the truth.

The matter was further complicated because, for almost as long as I can remember, our family life was troubled. My father was an enigma to me. I loved him, as daughters do love their fathers, but he was a distant, often severe figure and I had difficulty in feeling close to him. To me there was a hidden, secret side to him, and that secretiveness, I felt, hung heavily over our large, otherwise busy and lively household, as I was growing up with my sister, Lucy, and my brothers, the twins Daniel and Thomas, and Matthew. At times there was also a pervasive sense of fear. I was nine years old when, in 1951, Guy Burgess disappeared with Donald Maclean and my family went through its own ‘Annus Terribilis’. Nothing was ever to be the same for us again. Guy, in his absence, seemed ever more present; he seemed to haunt my parents. However, at home very little was said to enlighten us about the series of disasters that followed. I remember becoming wearily familiar with the expression ‘pas devant les enfants’ as my mother and father retreated behind their closed doors.

My father wrote most elegantly about his life in two volumes of autobiography, A Bundle of Sensations, published in 1960, and A Chapter of Accidents which contained an account of his friendship with Guy Burgess and was published in 1972, seven years before he died. I was eighteen when, in 1960, I first read A Bundle of Sensations, my father’s reminiscences of his childhood and adolescence in Wales. My father was fifty in the summer of 1960 when the book came out, his first for more than ten years, and it seemed as if a particularly turbulent part of his life was over and that, at last, our luck had turned. Three years before, he had resigned as Principal of the University College of Wales in Aberystwyth, the small seaside town where he had been born, after a row over a series of articles which he wrote about Guy Burgess for a Sunday newspaper. His academic career, which had begun so brilliantly at Oxford, was in ruins and, to many of those who had known him, he had committed the unforgivable sin of betraying a friend, even though that friend was a spy. He was out in the cold and, as Robert Conquest once put it, ‘fell in less than half an hour, from riches, dignity and power’. But there was worse to come. Just as he and my mother were trying to start all over again, with five children and very limited finances, my father was knocked down by a car and, in his words, ‘came as near death as is possible without actually dying’.

However, by the time A Bundle of Sensations appeared he was just beginning to establish himself in a new role as a professional writer. He had made a good recovery from the road accident and we were settled in a Victorian house in Highgate, north London, which my mother, with her gift for gardens and interior decoration, had transformed from something dark and dreary into a light, bright home for us all. I was fascinated by what I read, for my father’s childhood could not have contrasted more markedly with ours. In his book I could recognize little of the person who, when I was small, was my ‘Daddy’ and who had, by then, become Rees, for that was what my mother called him and I copied her. She had decided that Goronwy was really not a fit name for anyone, silly, even, and his own family’s shortened version of ‘Gony’ was even less acceptable to her.

At home, Rees spoke very little about himself. It was therefore a curious experience to read about his childhood in the ‘priest and professor ridden’ little town in Wales, from which we had all so rudely been ejected, in words that were, for me, almost shockingly intimate and revealing. We had never been treated to stories from him that began ‘When I was a little boy …’ We knew that he considered talking about oneself to be ‘boring’ and that boring others was, to him, among the most serious of crimes. Unless one had something to say of a personal nature that was extraordinarily interesting, then it was better left unsaid. Indeed, I realized, thinking back, that possibly one of the reasons why people used to say my father was ‘unusual’ was because he did not talk about himself. One of the abiding influences on my life has been his crushing response to most of my admittedly feeble attempts to contribute to discussions: ‘You are simply making a statement about yourself. It is not interesting.’ These were the intellectual disciplines of Oxford, of course, of which I knew nothing, but I was astonished to read so many sentences in his book that contained the word ‘I’. ‘I’ was pretty important to me at that time. Being eighteen, I was very wrapped up in myself, and being the eldest of five children I had pioneered the way in introducing my father to the exacting and tiresome traits of adolescence.

My sister, Lucy, was eighteen months younger than I; my twin brothers were four years younger than she and moving fast up the track to trouble. My youngest brother, Matthew, was only six. Our house reverberated with the thuds of doors being slammed and the shrill and furious sounds of teenage tantrums. It was a very difficult period for my father who, of all the ages of man, liked sweet-smelling babies who did not answer back, or the company of adults like himself. He was profoundly short-fused, uncomfortable and unsympathetic with the ‘in-betweens’, or so it seemed to me. Just as my father was having a difficult time in 1960, so were we, for the first time, coming up against his anger – an anger that could turn him into someone as frightening as his own father, a Calvinistic Methodist minister, had been to him, although in quite a different way. For my own childhood, unlike his, had been unusually unhampered by paternal influence or interference.

My father was a kind of non-participating member of the family; our busy household revolved around him, but he seldom joined in. I usually found this a most satisfactory arrangement because of the freedom it gave me, but as I was growing up I became aware, without regretting my own circumstances, that other families, on the whole, were not the same as mine. There was, of course, one very clear distinction; my father was an intellectual and a very impractical one. It had come as quite a revelation to find that my friends had fathers who repaired the engines of their cars, mowed lawns, sailed dinghies, or had ‘dens’ in the garden shed where, with hammers and vices, they made useful wooden objects. This was all very new to me. And there was something else. From quite an early age, I felt that something separated us, the children, from my father and mother; there was something more important than us. It seemed to me that they had a secret of some kind, a secret that they talked about behind closed doors and which, however many keyholes I listened at, I could never fully grasp or understand.

I knew that Guy Burgess, whom I remembered well from my own childhood, was in some way a part of this secret, for he had lurked behind the two major incidents that had upset our family life so far: his vanishing act in 1951 and our hurried retreat from Aberystwyth when my father resigned in 1957. But I really knew very little more and had become accustomed, as it were, to the presence of The Secret, which was, I sensed, an almost organic component of our family life. I sometimes resented the way my mother would always put my father first, and became angry when I could not manage to find a way to gain her attention. I had by then, I think, formed the impression that dramatic things happened to my father, that he was accident-prone and needed a careful eye kept on him. My mother behaved as if he were a very special person who needed most of her time, her attention and her love, and, as I had absolute trust and faith in her, I did not doubt her wisdom. What I remember most clearly is never being quite certain that I could be proud of my father, which I wanted to be, and the feeling of frustration this gave me. My mother’s overwhelming concern and care for him seemed, at the same time, to send out conflicting messages that although my father was special it was not something to shout about from the rooftops.

Looking back now, I realize that the constant factor in our family life was a kind of anxiety, a general feeling in the air that something was wrong. It was pervasive, it was often oppressive. I was an imaginative child and I was curious. Putting together little bits of what my mother said, remarks and fragments of telephone calls that I overheard, I gathered that The Secret was, somehow, related to the past. It was as if, before he married my mother, my father had had another and quite different life that we were not to be told about. I always hoped that my mother would confide in me, but she never did. There was something in her manner that made me feel absolutely certain that, whatever it was, it was not my business. It was better for me if I did not know.

However, I think I can say that at the time I read A Bundle of Sensations I was happy at home. The underlying anxiety was not new to me, and while my personal antennae were constantly primed to pick up the slightest speck of information that might carelessly come my way, I simply accepted this as a natural part of our family life. That summer I had just returned from Paris, where I had been sent to learn French. I was growing up and looking forward to getting a job on a newspaper and, for a while at least, my parents appeared to be safe from the disasters that had plagued us. This is how I like to remember my father and I have kept in my mind a very clear picture of him at that time.

Given the difficult task of making a resumé of Rees’s life for the Dictionary of National Biography, his friend, the philosopher Freddie Ayer, described him as an author, journalist, man of business and university administrator. I think of my father as a writer; whatever else he was engaged in, his daily habits rarely changed. He wrote and he read. He had a particular way of reading. He would sit, with his legs crossed, in one of our armchairs – with a loose cover made by my mother and often resprung and buttoned by her, too – and hold his book in his left hand and a cigarette in his right hand, so that the smoke wafted around his head, and one of our cats would more often than not be draped around the top of the chair back. On a small table at his side, there would be an ashtray and often a glass of whisky. For as long as I can remember my father got through about a bottle of whisky a day and three or four packets of cigarettes. As he read, he coughed his smoker’s cough from time to time. Because of our calamities we were always moving house, and the first thing my mother did, when the men began to lift the furniture out of the removal van, was to arrange the chair and little table for him and there he would sit oblivious to whatever was going on around him. The understanding was that Rees should never be disturbed. Breaking away from whatever else was going on in our large and bustling household, one of my favourite things was to put my face around the door of the sitting-room and see him sitting reading in his little oasis of calm. His stillness and concentration gave me a sense of security; as long as he was there I felt all was well with the world.

And, of course, somewhere in the house was his desk. Precisely where depended very much on our financial situation. When the going was good, as it sometimes was, we had a house large enough for my father to have a study. When the going was not so good, as was more often the case, he wrote at a desk in the sitting-room. If he was working on something, he went directly to his desk straight after breakfast every morning, with The Times – in which he did the crossword – under his arm, and he stayed there until lunchtime when he went to the pub. In the afternoons, he read; later he would leave the house to go out for another drink and the evenings were his time for talking and arguing with friends. My father found arguing exhilarating. He argued as if he were fencing; standing back, positioning his foil, waiting, and then lunging to close in on his victim. He was happiest when he had, through skill and alertness, managed, so to speak, to get himself in the thrilling position of pressing the end of his foil into the soft and vulnerable flesh of his adversary’s neck, like Errol Flynn in his swashbuckling films.

He wrote on Oxford foolscap pads of lined paper, on which he made few corrections, as if he had clearly ordered whatever he was writing beforehand, in his head. When he was writing something long or substantial, he was particularly withdrawn and lost in thought as he worked out his themes and his ideas, which meant that when we saw him at mealtimes – one of the few times one could count on a sighting – he was more often than not absent, although present, physically, in person. He had small shiny black pocketbooks in which he made notes and added and subtracted sums of money – such as how much would remain of a publisher’s advance once he had deducted monies owed or whether he could afford to pay the Inland Revenue, a problem that played a large part in his life. His handwriting never changed, I have found letters that he wrote while an undergraduate and the writing is exactly the same as it was in the letter he wrote to me just before he died, telling me he had cancer and did not have long to live. He kept the top of his desk immaculately tidy and free of unnecessary clutter. Noël Annan, who was an intelligence officer with my father in the Control Commission in Germany in 1945, remarked, when I met him to talk about my father, that it had been the same then. Noël remembered this feature so vividly that he got up out of his chair and gave me a demonstration.

What was baffling was the contrast between the order and discipline which Rees imposed upon his intellectual activities, his reading and his writing and the arguments which he conducted with such precision, and the chaos that frequently seemed to prevail in other aspects of his life. Perhaps he had unconsciously allowed the Calvinistic Methodism of his childhood to stay with him where he felt it was acceptable and unintrusive, while throwing it out altogether in most other respects.

My father had very few material possessions that he considered his own. Apart from the hundreds, if not thousands, of books which we carted about with us from house to house, he travelled light. In the two cardboard boxes which I opened after his death, I found no letters, apart from a few written to him in those final days in hospital; among the contents were manuscripts and book reviews, contracts and articles that my mother had typed for him, some depressing bank statements, and receipts from Chez Victor, one of his favourite haunts in Soho. I also came across some scraps of paper on which he had carefully written shopping lists to remind him of what my mother had asked him to buy: bread, Whiskas, washing-up liquid …

Opening up the boxes, I remembered joking with my brothers in the past about the improbability of my father being a spy, because he was so useless at the basics of life. He would light tipped cigarettes at the wrong end and never knew his own telephone number. He could not drive a car, though at quite a late stage in his life he did manage to learn how to boil an egg. We would giggle as we imagined how he might deal with the job of having to deliver some very important piece of information to a dead-letter box. How would he get there? Would he find the way? Surely he would lose the package? It was a release to us to be able to laugh at him. It helped to make light of the whisperings, of which we were only vaguely aware, that our father was a spy.

We regarded him with a certain amount of awe, both because he kept himself so distant and aloof from our family activities and because of his flashes of temper. I was also well aware of how charming he could be when he wanted to be and was enthralled by his intellectual gifts. He was tremendously handsome and I will not be persuaded by the view that this is ever a handicap to anyone. Superficially, I suppose, Rees had all the components necessary for what is often called ‘a charmed life’. Before the events of the 1950s his good looks, his cleverness, and his ability to speak to anyone of any social class made him welcome wherever he went. I loved looking at his face; in simple terms of aesthetics it gave me enormous pleasure and enjoyment. My youngest brother, Matthew, once said that Rees’s intelligence was like watching the sun come up on a glorious morning. I think his attributes, and my mother’s attitude towards him, inspired in all of us a sense that we had, somehow, been blessed in having such a father.

He and my mother were passionate gossips and both had a very sharp, dismissive way of talking about people they did not like, which amused and entertained me. There was no question that my father could not answer, or so it seemed to me; he was like having my own university, my own personal fount of all knowledge. Due to the turbulence of our family life, I had been to six schools and had remained a fairly blank sheet as far as education was concerned. My father, who had no difficulty in passing examinations himself, showed little patience with those, like me, who found them hell. Only my sister Lucy showed any sign of fulfilling the scholastic ambitions my father may have had for any of us. In fact it was very difficult to know what he wanted, for he used to say that he only liked women who were ‘unmarred’ by education; in that, I felt sure, I must have had his approval. I considered myself fortunate that if I wanted to know about Thomas Mann or Joseph Conrad or the Duke of Wellington, my father was there to instruct me.

My mother’s protectiveness and the dramatic events of our family life had, in a sense, shrouded my father in mystique. But at the time I was first able to read about his early life in A Bundle of Sensations, my father shone like a blazing star in my small firmament. It was, therefore, absolutely shattering to me to learn from his foreword to that book that he thought of himself as ‘Mr Nobody’, a man without character, a man without qualities, a person without a sense of ‘self’. I was horrified. What did he mean? I knew perfectly well who he was; I saw him every day, and was all too aware of his character and his qualities. What was the matter with him?

He wrote that he was always slightly bewildered and surprised when other people took it for granted that they possessed what is usually called a ‘character’, for he had never been able to find anything of the sort in himself. In the course of his life, he explained, this had been the source of many misunderstandings, since other people persisted in expecting of him a kind of consistency which, he felt, they had no right to demand. It also made him feel inferior, he said, as if everyone else had something he lacked, rather like an extra arm or leg. Apparently it was a view that had come to him when he was very young and it had remained with him over the years. He wrote: ‘As a child this did not worry me, and if, indeed, I had known at that time of Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften, the man without qualities, I would have greeted him as my blood brother and rejoiced because I was not alone in the world; as it was, I was content with a private fantasy in which I figured as Mr Nobody.’ He did not want a character, he did not want an ‘I’, he said, he had no need of it. But already, at a very early age, this notion of his created difficulties. When he was punished for breaking the rules and conventions of a society which depended upon what he described as the ‘fiction’ of an individual and responsible ‘I’, he was unable to explain that, in his case, there was no ‘I’ to be blamed.

However, he continued, he was not alone for long in his no-man’s-land. At Oxford he had discovered the philosopher David Hume. A sense of ‘blinding revelation’ had struck him when reading the chapter on Personal Identity in Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature, in which Hume, just as sceptical about the self, wrote: ‘Setting aside some metaphysicians … I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind that they are nothing but a collection of perceptions which succeed each other with inconceivable rapidity and are in perpetual flux and movement …’ Rees called his book A Bundle of Sensations in tribute to Hume, and told of how, when he read those words, he had the same feeling of joy as Robinson Crusoe finding the footsteps of Man Friday in the sand. I had no such feeling of joy when I read my father’s words. I did not want him to be a leaf in the wind, tossed about by events and unwilling to take affairs into his own hands. I did not want him to be mixed-up about himself. It was too dreadful to contemplate. He does not know who he is, I repeated to myself in horror; if my father does not know who he is, who are we? The very foundation of my existence was shaken and I do not think I ever fully recovered from the impact. I was angry with him for playing, so I thought, some fey, perverse, philosophical game which I put in the same category as a rhyme which he used to recite to me as a child:

As I was going up the stair,

I met a man who wasn’t there.

He wasn’t there again today;

I wish that man would go away.

Fearing my father’s wrath, I never raised the matter with him but brooded on it. Interestingly, I recently came across a review of the book by the literary editor of the Daily Telegraph, H.D. Ziman, who seemed to agree with me that this notion of my father’s – that he was ‘merely a theatre on the stage of which certain scenes appear’ – was just not viable. Ziman felt that the fantasy could be dismissed, without any philosophical argument at all, merely by reading what Rees wrote: ‘For it is the unity of the narrator’s personality amid the diversity of his experiences which gives interest to any good biography, and this is noticeably true of his own book …’ Ziman observed shrewdly that in Rees’s collection of sketches about his childhood, the war and a hospital ward, ‘the reader will notice that while the outward Goronwy Rees is assimilating himself joyfully to his surroundings, the inner Goronwy Rees is often a withdrawn and curious spectator’.

With the passing of time, I thought less and less about Mr Nobody. But he will be a close companion of my father’s throughout the story I am about to tell and I believe that his complicated perception of himself, which I shied away from all those years ago, is a key to understanding his nature and possibly gave rise to the suspicions about him. This cannot be a conventional biography, of course, if it is to deal with a man who often wasn’t there, and I do not claim that it is. Anyone, for example, looking for intimate details of my father’s many amatory adventures will be disappointed, for this was never an area of his life about which I was concerned or even really curious. Neither have I touched, in any significant way, on his career as a writer, except to quote his words at length where they are most appropriate.

Before I started work on the book I was warned, kindly but firmly, that daughters should not write about their fathers and that, in my case, this was particularly dangerous. I am not sure on which ancient tablet of stone this edict is carved, but I have ignored it, perhaps at my peril. I suppose it means that I am presumed unable to be objective or sufficiently detached and ruthless in the pursuit of my goal. However, it was never my intention to attempt an apologia for my father’s misadventures and he never sought such a thing himself. Self-pity was never one of his indulgences. I have also been admonished for being capricious and mischievous – in which case I have more of my father in me than is good for anyone, but he would be the last person to hold it against me.

My guide, A.J.A. Symons, said there were no conventions about biography ‘save the sober one of truth’ and that what mattered were the life and acts of man ‘in all their majesty and meanness’. He said that the important thing is to try and see people as ‘rare and curious flowers of character interesting both when they conform and differ from the general standards of law and virtue’. The truth in this case was always bound to be elusive, but my father was certainly a rare and curious flower and the story of what he and my mother went through together is one of the saddest I know.



2

Arglwydd, arwain trwy’r anialwch

Fi, bererin gwael ei wedd,

Nad oes ynof nerth na bywyd,

Fel yn gorwedd yn y bedd:

Hollalluag

Ydyw’r un a’m cwyd i’r lan.

Guide me, O Thou great Jehovah,
Pilgrim through this barren land …

It was Milton who wrote: ‘The childhood shows the man as morning shows the day’, and there is no more appropriate place to start this story than at the beginning. Today the debate is about nurture or nature, environment or genes, and in my father’s case both are highly significant. It is curious that someone who has written so much about himself should have been seen, even by those who knew him well, as such a shadowy and mysterious figure right up to the end. I believe that it was because of his Welshness, perceived, over the border, as something very alien and unEnglish, wild, devious and unpredictable, a dark Celtic something that comes down with the mist of the mountains. He could not have been more Welsh.

As a child my father had his head held in the hands of a professor of anthropology, who pronounced that from its shape it was of the purest Celto-Iberian stock and of none other. He was born on 29 November 1909, in the small Welsh seaside town of Aberystwyth in what was then Cardiganshire, the youngest son of the Rev. Richard Jenkyn Rees, a Calvinistic Methodist minister, and his wife, Apphia Mary, née James. Both their families had farmed locally for generations, but the Reverend, known to my father as Dada and to me as Ganga, had been brought up in the East End of London. My father gave a charming picture of his grandparents in his second volume of autobiography, A Chapter of Accidents. His grandfather was a stonemason, and his earnings were supplemented by the proceeds of a small dairy, run by his grandmother, for, together with their language and their religion, the Reeses had brought to London with them their traditional attachment to the cattle which had provided them with a living for so long. ‘So that in the East End,’ he wrote, ‘they formed, as it were, a little pastoral enclosure, where the Bible was always on the table and the cows lowed to be milked in the byre at the back of the shop and occasionally, for their health, were driven out for a blow on Hackney Marshes …’

The dairy was in Hannibal Road, Stepney Green, and Ganga’s father, John, was an elder at the local chapel of the Presbyterian Church of Wales, in whose records he is entered as ‘Cowman’. At the age of sixteen, while still at the City of London School, Ganga received his call from God. This led him to the University College of Wales in Aberystwyth, where he graduated in classics (in those days, degrees were conferred by the University of London), and then on to read theology at Mansfield College, Oxford, where, with a First, he became one of the earliest Nonconformists to take an Oxford degree. He was given his first ministry in Pwllheli in 1891, from which he had moved to the Clifton Street Presbyterian Church in Cardiff. When my father was born, he was well established as the minister of Y Tabernacl (‘The Tabernacle’) at Aberystwyth, one of the largest and most prosperous Calvinistic Methodist chapels in Wales, which he had taken over in 1903.

In A Bundle of Sensations, written before Ganga died, but following our retreat from Aberystwyth in 1957, Rees went as far as he could to poke fun at the society in which he was brought up. His birthplace, he said, had the distinction of being the seat of the first Welsh university college and of the National Library of Wales and this had gone to the heads of those who lived in the town. ‘So much learning was almost too much for its inhabitants,’ he wrote, ‘they felt as if Providence had selected them to be the intellectual leaders of their nation and this seemed only natural to them. This gave them a kind of smugness, which increased because the little town also had thirty or forty churches and chapels, mostly chapels, which gave it the astonishing proportion of one place of worship for every two or three hundred people.’

As a small boy, walking to school, he passed chapel after chapel – ‘a Salem, a Shiloh, a Tabernacle, a Bethel, and a Moriah’ – and it was like walking through the Middle East, he said. His father, with his large congregation of about a thousand, was a person of considerable standing in the town and, naturally, the four Rees children, my aunts Muriel and Enid, my uncle Geraint and little Gony, my father, were expected to behave in accordance with his important place in society and to set an example to other children.

I turned to my father’s reminiscences of his childhood to see if I could find any indication in them that he had not been happy, but what prevails is his sense of romanticism, which colours what references there are to any disturbing elements of his early years. Photographs of him and his brother, Geraint, later a judge at the Central Criminal Court at the Old Bailey, show a couple of sturdy little boys standing reluctantly in front of the camera as if they were longing to escape from temporary captivity back to the stream where they were fishing or to roam the nearby countryside again.

Many of my father’s friends were convinced that his background was somehow to blame for the way he careered off the straight and narrow almost as soon as he escaped from Wales. Voices became hushed and heads nodded knowingly as if no more need be said than the dreaded word ‘Calvin’. But this did not appear to be my father’s view, or, at least, the one he wished to express. Far from it. In A Bundle of Sensations, he explained that Calvinism, though not an easy or a comforting religion, is based on a premise that God has His chosen ones and the elect have the knowledge that they can never fall from His grace, whatever their sins: ‘All my childhood, I had had the comfortable confidence that, as my father’s child, I would not fail to be among the elect; it was as if I had been put down from birth as a member of my father’s club.’

What Rees did not like was being punished by his father and, as an example, he recounted what had happened when he was sent out of chapel after fighting in the family pew with Geraint. His father simply ignored his existence, which, he said, could not have been ‘more effective or more terrible’. ‘It seemed to me that this time I had really committed the sin against the Holy Ghost, that I was beyond forgiveness, that I was expelled for ever from my father’s presence,’ he continued. ‘I hardly knew indeed whether it was my heavenly or my earthly father who was punishing me in this way. When I saw my father in the pulpit, I hardly distinguished between him and the God whose religion he preached, and somehow I always felt that during the week God also, like my father, took time off, as it were, from the more frightening aspects of his work … When my father turned away from me in such displeasure, it seemed as if grace had been taken away from me as finally and mysteriously as it had been given, and for days, I trotted like a puppy at my father’s heels, vainly trying to make him recognize that I existed, sinful though I was.’

My cousin, Margaret Cowell, daughter of my father’s eldest sister, Muriel, told me that my father had been a cherished and much loved child. ‘You see, Gony was the youngest and Apphia had lost three of the seven children she had and he made her very happy. She was inordinately proud of him.’ Of the four surviving children, Muriel, named after a character in John Halifax, Gentleman, and my father, named after Goronwy Owen, the eighteenth-century Welsh poet, were the intellectuals and what Margaret describes as the ‘dreamers’. Enid, a gifted organist and pianist, and Geraint, although also clever, possessed a greater degree of common sense and practicality.

In the years since my father’s death, the Welsh side of our family has had plenty of time to reflect on his misadventures and to search for possible explanations for his often incomprehensible behaviour. My cousin Margaret felt that one of the keys was bound to be Calvinistic Methodism and the fact that my father was always thought to be more sensitive than his siblings and had found it more difficult to accept the strictness and severity of his upbringing. ‘Chapel played a major part in their lives and as children they were not permitted to do any wrong because their father was the minister and looked up to for guidance by his congregation. The children had to be little angels, they had to conform. The mantle of Calvinistic Methodism is a heavy one – some carry it lighter than others and Gony may have been one of the ones who found it very hard to cope with.’ Margaret’s husband, Owen Cowell, who in retirement has researched into Calvinistic Methodism, added: ‘It is important to remember that nonconformists make you conform.’ The Welsh are familiar with the phenomenon of the ‘child of the manse’ becoming a rebel. Someone else I know who comes from the same background described it as ‘stifling’.

In his memoirs, my father alludes to the problems of having a father who, during the week, was lovable and approachable, but who, on Sundays, transformed himself into quite another being. Ganga was a powerful preacher, as well as being an erudite scholar, and is still remembered as one of the last of the great Victorian orators of his Church. My father was ‘terrified’, he wrote, by the sight of his father taken over by what in Welsh is called the ‘Hwyl’ – in his words ‘a special form of impassioned utterance half-way between speech and song’ – that possessed preachers in their pulpits. ‘One saw before one’s eyes a man, whom one had taken to be a man like any other man, quite suddenly transformed into a kind of witch-doctor, demoniac and possessed; it was as if, without warning, he had gone off his head. As a child I saw this happen on innumerable occasions and in a variety of forms; indeed, among our preachers, it was the rule and not the exception … But whatever form it took, the Hwyl inspired fear and terror in me, and a kind of shuddering shrinking from such a barefaced, bare-breasted display of real or simulated emotion; and also a kind of alarm, because my father also could become, whenever he chose, a victim of this kind of possession. I resented it because in my heart I felt him to be a great man, too good for this kind of thing.’

The articles of faith of Welsh Calvinistic Methodism were drawn up in the house of a grocer, draper and corn merchant in Aberystwyth in 1823 and my father’s father was a leading light in the movement. The great back wall of Tabernacl rises above the road between the station and the harbour like a cliff-face. Although it is a little shabby and down-at-heel now, it was built to seat a congregation of 1500. At its opening in 1878, the ceremony lasted from midday on a Tuesday until late the following Sunday; eleven ministers took part and nineteen sermons were preached. In a book on Aberystwyth, published by the local newspaper, the Cambrian News, I found the following comment on the religious mood of the town at the time of the opening of Tabernacl: ‘Aberystwyth now contained a very large number of Methodists indeed, and their leaders were men of great influence in the town, too influential for the peace of mind of moderate dissenters …’ During my grandfather’s first ministry in Pwllheli, he had supervised the building of an English chapel, so associating himself with the Calvinistic Methodists’ far-sighted new ‘English cause’, of which he became a leading figure.

The policy of holding services in English had been adopted by the movement because it was felt that Welsh was a declining language and might soon be dead, leaving the chapels with no congregations. Naturally, the decision caused divisions: some felt that encouraging English ‘causes’ would only hasten the death of the Welsh language; others felt that the Calvinistic Methodist tradition would be weakened. But the main opposition, apparently, was on the grounds that many of the English adherents were middle-class congregations made up of the prosperous local tradespeople and professionals, and not truly ‘missionary’, and that when English churches were built they turned out to be grander than the simpler Welsh ones. By the time my father was born, the great tide of the Welsh religious revival that swept the principality in the nineteenth century had turned, but the social status of the minister had been unaffected. ‘Ours was a theocratic society, ruled by priests and elders; they formed a sort of unofficial Sanhedrin, which exercised an absolute dictatorship over the morals and behaviour of the town,’ Rees wrote. ‘My father shared in the respect and devotion which was shown to all ministers of religion; they ranked in society even higher than Professors at the University College, being less learned perhaps but more holy, and being armed moreover with all the authority of the law and the prophets …’

My cousin Margaret described the ambiance of the manse in Aberystwyth where my father spent the early part of his formative years as ‘loving, but strict’. It was a Welsh-speaking household, of course, and my father told me that he did not start to speak English until he was eleven. There may not have been very much money, but theirs was a society in which education was status, and the Reeses had plenty of that. The house was spick-and-span, and the family had a maid. My father was privileged. In his memoirs he said that, in retrospect, these had been years of ‘intense happiness’ for him. He felt secure and safe and cherished at home and he remembered with pleasure how he and his brother would set off with billycans and haversacks to wander along the cliffs overlooking Cardigan Bay and to swim and to lie on the sandy beaches indulging in their favourite pastime, reading. ‘Our precocious education in Biblical criticism had made us passionately, inordinately, fond of reading any book that was not the Bible and did not require a commentary,’ he wrote. ‘Our preparations for our excursions always began with a walk into town to buy our supplies and visit the Public Library to borrow enough books to last throughout the day. Then we walked home, only our desire to read our books was so urgent that we read them as we dragged at snail’s pace through the town, holding them before our eyes as we walked, so that sometimes when we reached home the book was already finished and we were no better off than when we started.’

The Rees children were infused with a strong sense of social conscience and no one set a greater example to them than their mother, Apphia. She always had time for others, so my father said. She established a successful and busy women’s group at the chapel, but my father wrote, lyrically, of another side to her. ‘My mother had an instinctive and an intuitive sympathy with all the unfortunates, the eccentrics, and the failures of life; they were her own form of release from the intolerably oppressive respectability of the chapel and, sometimes to my father’s irritation, she attracted them as flies to the honeypot. So that to the back door of our house flowed an endless stream of fantastic and disreputable characters, never seen in chapel, who called in the certain confidence that they could depend on my mother’s inexhaustible love and charity. Such creatures, gypsies, tramps, drunks, the outcasts and ne’er-do-wells of the town and the wild country beyond, often in rags and always penniless, offering for sale worthless objects which my mother always bought, performing useless services which only my mother could have invented for them, were an assurance to a child that somewhere outside the walls of the chapel there existed another world of fabulous freedom and adventure.’

In later years Rees would quote a poem by D.H. Lawrence, that, he said, reminded him of his mother:

Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me;

Taking me back down the vista of years till I see

A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings

And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings.

In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song

Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong

To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside

And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our guide.

Now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour

With the great black piano appassionato. The glamour

Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast

Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child for the past.

However, there was, perhaps, another side to Mrs Rees. My cousin Margaret told me that she had once asked Geraint about her, saying that she imagined that their mother had been very beautiful and soft and gentle. She had a surprise. ‘Geraint started to laugh. She was, apparently, one of the most malicious gossipmongers ever’, he said.

As I have learned, my father was the most sensitive of the children and he was to remain a romantic all his life. Romantics, of course, often find that life does not live up to their expectations. Looking back on his childhood, Rees once said that if he had not been so spoilt by his mother he would not, as he did, have held pleasure as the first principle. It has also been suggested to me that this upbringing might have taught him how to lie. My sister Lucy believes that so much time in chapel gave him his writing style, his beautifully balanced sentences, composed like the verses of psalms. In his memoirs Rees himself appears unwilling, apart from asides, to make any harsh judgment on the circumstances of his childhood.

Going back over my father’s early years, I thought I came somewhere near to finding out what had brought Mr Nobody into being. Calvin himself preached that the individual should not feel he is his own master: ‘We are not our own; therefore neither our reason nor our will should predominate in our deliberations and actions … We are not our own; therefore let us, as far as possible, forget ourselves and all things that are ours.’ Little Gony, sensitive and imaginative, would have been steeped in the imagery of the words from the pulpit and absorbed them through every pore. Many of them were to remain with him throughout his life.

His childhood in the chapel made a marvellous subject for him to write about. He has left a delightful account of how, on the rare evenings that he and the other children did not have to be in chapel, they would play a game of make-believe in which Geraint was the preacher, conducting a service from a large armchair. Enid sat by the bookcase and ‘with wonderful dexterity’ manipulated the books as organ stops; Rees was the congregation, ‘staring up open-mouthed as my brother went through the points of the sermon. It was best of all when he gave his own version of our favourite sermon by one of the greatest actors and exhibitionists of the Welsh pulpit. It was a sermon about Noah and the Ark, in which the preacher re-enacted the whole story of the Flood, taking in turn the part of Noah himself, then of his sons, then of the animals entering the Ark, giving to each part its appropriate dialogue, human and animal, and with wonderful and primitive realism transforming the Bible story into a drama that could have taken place in any farmyard of any little Welsh farm in the hills. This was by far my favourite game, and the element of mockery in it provided a release for nerves and emotions overwrought by so many religious exercises.’

But the life that centred around the cosy parlour of the manse and the chapel was to be brought to an unpleasant end. In the summer of 1923, at the age of thirteen, Rees left Aberystwyth with his family to settle in Roath Park, Cardiff. He felt, he recalled, like a mountain sheep being shepherded down from the hills by his father. (Just over thirty years later, our family was also to leave Aberystwyth, under very distressing circumstances, and on that occasion our shepherd – my father – had no idea of where we were going.) Leaving Aberystwyth appears to have been traumatic for him. In 1921 there had been a by-election in Cardiganshire, a stronghold of Liberalism, and my father’s father, or R.J., as he was often known in Wales, had made the great mistake of dabbling in politics, which ministers were not supposed to do. In a small town like Aberystwyth, little is forgotten or forgiven, and the repercussions of R.J.’s support of the Lloyd George candidate were to be felt by my father when a later generation of those who had judged his father was to judge him no less severely.

The by-election was held because the sitting MP, Vaughan Davies, a former Conservative, had been given a peerage after representing the constituency for nearly thirty-nine years. It became clear that Lloyd George had arranged this so that a seat could be found for his young private secretary, Ernest Evans, a barrister, whose father was a pillar of Tabernacle and a close friend of R.J. The local Liberal Association objected strongly to being used to support a government tainted by the atrocities committed by the Black and Tans in Ireland, said my father.

There was a stormy meeting, Evans was rejected and the Association chose instead
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